Grace Notes for
The Blue Note

By Amit Peleg

A legendary jazz club installs new
sound and lighting systems

Since opening its doors in 1981, the
Blue Note has become a cultural insti-
tution in New York’s Greenwich Village
and one of the premier jazz clubs in
the world. Over the last 30 years, the
Blue Note has played host to some of
the greatest musicians of all time,
including Ray Charles, Sarah Vaughan,
Oscar Peterson, Dizzy Gillespie, Lionel
Hampton, Nina Simone, B.B. King,
Tito Puente, Celia Cruz, Tony Bennett,
Chris Botti, McCoy Tyner, Chick Corea,
and Etta James, as well as modern
hip-hop and R&B stars, including
Lauryn Hill, Mos Def, Common, and
Lupe Fiasco. In addition to the flagship
club in New York, there are Blue Note
clubs in Tokyo and Nagoya, Japan, as
well as in Milan, Italy.

My company, Peltrix, was hired to
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install a new sound system; | was the
head engineer at the Blue Note for 23
years, and | still mix the front-of-
house there when time permits. It
keeps my “chops” sharp so | wont
lose the "feel” for it, which positively
affects other installation jobs we do.
On one hand, you work directly with
the artists, their managements, road-
ies, engineers, road managers, and
egos [inseparable entities]. And, on
the other hand, you wark with venues
and their priorities and objectives (not
always coinciding with the artist). As
a result, you have to know how to
maneuver between all parties, making
everybody happy. Often, this is a big-
ger challenge than the technical
aspect of the production. With the
production experience, coupled with
30 years experience in A/V, lighting
installation, and touring, we take this
aspect out of the equation by doing it
right the first time.

Sound for an
intimate space
The Blue Note set up was a challenge.
While the acoustical characteristics of
the room are good, the audience sits
around the stage, which is positioned
in the center of the room. There is only
15.5' from the front of the stage to the
wall across from it, 30' to the left and
46’ to the right. The ceiling is low at 9'-
10" (see 3D model, pg. 70). Seating
capacity is 200, with seats lined up
right against the stage all the way to
the walls.

The Blue Mote is a jazz club, and
the music is mostly acoustic. Eighty

TECHNICAL FOCUS: INSTALLATION

percent of the audience sits within 20'
from the stage and can hear a lot of
stage sound. The house system is
used mainly to balance out the sound
coming off the stage. There are three
mixing zones, designed to compen-
sate for the position of instruments on
stage. For example, audience sitting
on house right usually hears mostly
drums acoustically, while stage right
projects more piano. The bar area is
yet a third mix, as stage volume is
much lower in that area. The house
engineer has to walk around the room
frequently to balance out the instru-
ments and achieve an even mix
around the room. If you sit on one
side, you are completely out of range
of sound produced on the opposite
side. Sterea imaging is hot possible
due to the stage location.

With the close proximity of the wall
across from the stage, the speakers
covering the front area had to be
mounted with a steep downward angle
in order to avoid reflections that would
disturb the artists. COverall, due to a low
ceiling and short distances, all speakers
are in very close proximity to the audi-
ence, which poses a challenge. How do
you cover the room evenly without
blowing away people that sit 8' from a
speaker while having others at 40' hear
well? Our solution was fo install more
speakers containing ribbon drivers,

By design, horn-loaded, compres-
sion drivers “shout" out program
material. Compression drivers are
made to produce high output, while
the horn concentrates the sound so it
can be delivered further away.
Dispersion control is important, of
course, but, in the case of the Blue
Note, it is counterproductive. As a
demaonstration for those less familiar, |
always like to use the following exam-




ple: Begin sounding out a constant
vocal tane, then draw hands toward
the mouth to create a horn shape and
observe by listening to the difference.
The sound ahead of you becomes
louder, but it isn't very pleasing.

With the objective of low SPL com-
bined with the speaker's close proximi-
ty to the audience, we went with rib-
bon speakers for the second time in 22

years. The first time we used ribbon
speakers at the Blue Note, we installed
SA (Stage Accompany) speakers;
Stage Accompany, a Dutch manufac-
turer, was a pioneer with ribbons for
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€€ jow do yvou cover the room evenly without
blowing away people who sit 8’ from a speaker
while having others at 40’ hear well?

Our solution was to install more speakers

containing ribbon drivers.

live sound reinforcement. They worked
very well for the room, and, when it

was time to upgrade, we went with rib-

bons again, this time manufactured by
SLS. The flat response, low distortion,
un-concentrated and compressed
sound of ribbon drivers is the optimal

J

choice for this room. SLS engineers
worked with us on a customized setup
for the Blue Note.

We knew we needed DSP-based
amplifiers. A few months earlier, | test-
ed a Yamaha TXn amp, which
impressed me with its quality of sound
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